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One of Bishop Francis Asbury's primary goals was to establish denominational schools in the various regions where the Methodist Church was active. The
church growth possibilities west of the Appalachian Mountain · impressed upon
him the need of a school somewhere in that region.
The ministers and laymen in Kentucky, the western extension of Virginia,
also felt a need for a school. The Legislature of Virginia, in 1780, decided to set
aside escheated lands. These lands were property taken from Tories in
Kentucky, who supported England, and were to be used for the support of public schools. Income from these lands helped establish Transylvania Seminary in
Lexington, Kentucky. In 1783 the trustees of the seminary finally met to select
faculty and decide on curriculum. Soon the school was opened for the instruction of young men. '
In reaction to the establishment of Transylvania Seminary, Methodist laymen
sent a message to Dr. Thomas Coke who was holding a conference in North
Carolina in 1789. The message requested that a college be built in Kentucky and
contained an offer to obtain three to four thousand acres to support it. This
request was discussed at the conference and the response was that five thousand
acres would be needed for a possible construction of a college within ten years. 2
The people in Kentucky turned next to Bishop Asbury. Rev. Francis
Poythress, the presiding elder (superintendent) of Kentucky, sent a letter which
Bishop Asbury received in eastern Tennessee. Asbury refers to this letter in his
journal entry of April 7, 1790, and in the entry for April 17, states he started on
a trip by horseback to Kentucky and stayed at a designated place two weeks
waiting for a band of men from Kentucky .'
His May 5 entry refers to a dream in which he saw Kentucky men coming
toward him. The next morning while having devotions he saw two men , Peter
Massie and john Clark approaching him. They took the Bishop to meet eight
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other men. After reading letters they brought and praying for guidance, the Bishop
consented to go with them to Kentucky. At Valley Station more men joined the party,
making a total of eighteen, most of whom were armed with rifles. Together they followed the Wilderness Road to Lexington in central Kentucky, arriving May 13.
At Masterson Station, five miles west of Lexington, was the first Methodist meeting
house built in Kentucky. lt was here that Bishop Asbury held the first Methodist conference in the area May 13 through the 16th. Six preachers made up the conference
membership but others observed the proceedings. The significant action of the conference was a decision to establish (Asbury uses the word "fix ") a school to be called
Bethel and the raising of about three hundred dollars to fund it.
A layman at the conference, john Lewis, offered to provide one hundred acres on the
banks of the Kentucky River as a site for the school. On May 17, Bishop Asbury and Lewis
rode about twenty-five miles south to look at the land where the school was to be built.
As presiding elder of the new Kentucky conference, Rev. Francis Poythress carried
the burden of collecting funds and organizing volunteer labor to construct a building. lt
was a monumental task, for money was scarce and no milled or manufactured materials
were available in the area. Stone had to be quarried from the limestone that lay near the
surface of the ground, then transported to the trenches dug for the foundations.
Good quality clay lay just below the sod, so as the trenches were dug, the clay could be
mixed with water from a nearby spring, molded and fired in a kiln that had to be constructed. Thus thousands of bricks were made for the main structure. The kiln also
reduced the limestone blocks to lime for the mortar and plaster needed. Trees had to be
felled , providing branches to fire the kiln and trunks to be sawn and trimmed for beams,
lathe, planks and shingles, as well as boards for making windows and doors. The thin
glass for windows .probably had to be hauled over hundreds of rough miles by mule back
or by wagon, from Virginia, or by boat on the Ohio and Kentucky Rivers. No wonder it
took four years to enclose the building and finish the rooms on the first floor. More details
will be provided in the article on the excavation ofBethel Academy from 1965 to 1990.
Bishop Asbury returned to Bethel Academy on April 23, 1792, where he inspected
the bui lding and made some changes in the construction plans.
The Bishop returned again on April 23, 1793, and held a conference at Lexington
from April 30-May 2, at which time trustees for Bethel Academy were appointed. On
May 4 he met with these men on the grounds of the school, then preached to them
the next day, Sunday, May 5.
The original trustees of Bethel Academy are named in the earliest deed for the property
given by john Lewis, dated November 28, 1797. The grantee of the deed is "Reverend
Francis Poythress now President of Bethel School..." and reference is made to an agreement
john Lewis made With the trustees on May 16, 1794. Besides Poythress, their names are
James Hord, Nathaniel Harris and Andrew Hynes.•
The exact date of the opening of Bethel Academy for students is uncertain. The problem
is the date of a letter sent by Rev. john Metcalf to George Nicholas, a prominent lawyer in
Fayette County and a friend as well as a legal advisor to Metcalf. There are three printed
versions of this letter. One version of the letter was possessed by Samuel M. Duncan, who
lived in Nicholasville, Kentucky. He claimed it was the original letter. lt reads thus: 5

The Bethel Academy Story

15

Jessamine County, Ky., Jan . 13, 1794.
Honorable George Nichols:
I have lately received from you two of your kind letters, and would have
answered them before now, but I have taken charge of Bethel Academy , and
have been so confined for the last two weeks in fitting up suitable places of
abode for some of my pupils, that I have greatly neglected my private affairs,
and especially that portion of it which you are attending to in Lexington.
Your friend,
john Metcalf.
The second version of the published letter reads: 6
January 14, 1794,
Hon. Geo. Nicholas:
I have lately received from you two of your kind letters i nd would have
answered them before now, but I have taken charge of Bethel Academy and have
been so confined for the last two weeks in fitting up suitable places of abode for
some of my pupils that I have greatly neglected my private affairs, and especially
that portion of them which you are attending to in Lexington.
The third version reads: '
Nicholasville, Jessamine Co., Ky.
June 13, 1794.
Hon. George Nicholas:
I have lately received from you two of your kind letters and would have
answered them before now, but I have taken charge of Bethel Academy and I
have been so confined for the last two weeks in fitting up suitable places of
abode for some of my pupils that I have greatly neglected my private affairs,
especially that portion of it which you are attending to in Lexington.
Your friend,
john Metcalf.
Besides the obvious difference of Jan. 13, Jan. 14, and June 13, in the date of the
letters, there are several errors of fact in all of them.
First, the name "Jessamine County" is an anachronism , for this county did not
come into existence until the Legislature of Kentucky divided it from Fayette County
on December 19, 1798. The division took effect February 1, 1799. Secondly, the name
"Nicholasville" is an anachronism also , for the seat of justice for the county was not
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established until the justices of peace met at the home of Jonas Davenport in
Jessamine County on April 22, 1799. Their motion reads, "Ordered that the seat of
justice for Jessamine County be permanently fixed on the lands of Thomas Caldwell
and Chesley Gates on the Hickman road. "8 These lands had been surveyed the previous 16th of September by Rev. john Metcalf. Note this letter:9
Jessamine County, Ky.
Sept. 16, 1798.
Hon. Geo. Nicholas:
It afforded me great happiness to hear that you had returned in safety and
health to your family and friends. I expected to hear from you more frequently ,
but, I suppose, the multiplicity of care and business prevent your devoting
much of your time to letters, save what you wrote to me and Joseph Crockett.
But now that you have arrived at home I shall expect to hear from you soon and
as often as usual. I must inform you that I have named our county seat
Nicholasville in honor of you. I was all day laying off three streets to-day, and
my nerves are very much affected by the severe labors in the wet weather. These
being the circumstances under which I write you this hasty note, I fear it will
have put poor claims upon your time, but I can not help it.
Your friend ,
john Metcalf
The town oE. Nicholasville was not recognized on these lands until court action was
taken on August 26, 1799. The significant portion of the motion of the court reads ,10
On the motion of Thomas Caldwell and Chesley Gates it is ordered that a
town be established on their lands lying on the Hickman road , at the place
where the seat of justice for said county is established, to be called and known
by the name of icholasville ... .
Previous to this action there had been an argument about the name of the new
county seat, but the suggestion of Metcalf that the town be named after his friend
George Nicholas prevailed.
These official actions indicate that the place names may have been added by the
respective publishers of the letter. The date of the letter remains problematic, unless
Duncan's claim he owned the original letter is taken at face value.
It is true that winter would be a good time for boys to attend school in pioneer
days , but muddy roads and inclement weather would have made it difficult to bring in
needed furniture and equipment and an adequate supply of food, to say nothing about
keeping a big building warm with six small fireplaces on each floor.
The other error of fact is the misspelling of the name Nicholas in the first published letter. The body of the letter is the same in all versions except for a dropout of
"I" in the third line and the replacement of "them" for "it" in the last line of the sec-
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ond version of the letter.
The number and ages of the boys who came for instruction is unknown, but an
advertisement in the Kentuchy Gazette , November 22, 1794, for students for the next
term lists the basics of reading, writing, arithmetic and English grammar taught by
Metcalf. The annual tuition per student was six dollars. In 1795, Metcalfs new bride
Nancy (Ann Peniston; father, Thomas Peniston; mother, Elizabeth Poythress) probably served as the cook and nanny for the boys who lived in a building with unfinished
upper floors.
There is no existing document which details the daily life of a student at Bethel
Academy, but Nathan Bangs" preserves the regulations of student life at Cokesbury
College. These rules were probably a model of student life at Bethel Academy and are
reproduced here:
1. The students shall rise at five o'clock in the morning, summer and winter, at the ringing of the college bell.
2. All the students, whether they lodge in or out of the college, shall
assemble together in the college at six o'clock, for public P.rayer, except
in cases of sickness; and on any omission shall be responsible to the
president.
3. From morning prayer till seven, they shall be allowed to recreate themselves as is hereafter directed.
4. At seven they shall breakfast.
5. From eight till twelve they are to be closely kept to their respective
studies.
6. From twelve to three they are to employ themselves in recreation and
dining; dinner to be ready at one o'clock.
7. From three until six they are again to be kept closely to their studies.
8. At six they shall sup.
9. At seven there shall be public prayer.
10. From evening prayer till bedtime, they shall be allowed recreation.
11. They shall be all in bed at nine o'clock, without fail.
12. Their recreations shall be gardening, walking, riding, and bathing,
without doors; and the carpenter's, joiner's, cabinet-makers, or turner's
business, within doors .
13. A large plot of land, of at least three acres, shall be appropriated for a
garden, and a person skilled in gardening be appointed to overlook the
students when employed in that recreation.
14. A convenient bath shall be made for bathing.
15. A master, or some proper person by him appointed, shall be always
present at the time of bathing. Only one shall bathe at a time; and no
one shall remain in the water above a minute.
16. No student shall be allowed to bathe in the river.
17. A Taberna Lignaria shall be provided on the premises, with all proper
instruments and materials, and a skillful person be employed to overlook the students at this recreation.
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18. The students shall be indulged with nothing which the world calls play.
Let this rule be observed with the strictest nicety; for those who play
when they are young will play when they are old.
19. Each student shall have a bed to himself, whether he boards in or out
of the college.
20. The students shall lie on mattresses, not on feather beds, because we
believe the mattresses to be more healthy.

During this time, the land on which Bethel Academy was built was granted to the
sc hool only by a verbal agreement between john Lewis, the owner, and Bishop Asbury
in 1790 and a verbal agreement between john Lewis and Rev. Francis Poythress,
James Hord , Nathaniel Harris, and Andrew Hynes on May 16, 1794, (perhaps this
date supports the fall opening of the school). A written deed was not drawn up until
November 28, 1797, delivered to the Fayette County Clerk's office May 24, 1804, and
recorded April 15 , 1805."
For several years the school operated without official endorsement by the state legislature. The act which recognized Bethel as an Academy, along with others, was
passed on February 10, 1798, recognizing Francis Poythress, john Knobler [sic,
Kobler is correct], Nathaniel Harris, john Metcalf, Barnabas M'Henry, james Crutcher,
James Hord and Richard Masterson as trustees of the Academy. 13
On the same day, the Legislature passed an act that granted to each academy
named , including Bethel Academy, a tract of 6,000 acres west of the Green Rive r.
Each could sell one-third of the tract granted to pay for erec ting buildings, buying
books for a library or other necessary academic equipment. •• The land seemed to be a
signihcant gift, but land was so plentiful in the state and prices so low that the
expenses of
the grant outweighed any gains. The original Bethel Academy
fun ction ed fo_r only a decade at the most. A.H. Redford " claimed the Kentucky
Methodist Conference withdrew its support of the school in 1804, but there is no
action in the journal of the Western Conference that supports this assertion. 16
However, the crucial years for Bethel Academy were 1798 through 1800.
Several factors entered into the decline of the original Bethel Academy and its closure. Bishop Asbury mentions distance from settlements (Methodists did not cluster
around the school to form a village) , fear of Indian raids, shortage of funds and inability to attract able leadership, he also has a vague reference to "o ther people's conduct"
without givi.ng specific information. Several data seem to indicate that these problems
centered on the instability of conference and school leadership and the slavery issue.
We will discuss first the leadership problem.
Rev. Francis Poythress had been appointed presiding elder of the Kentucky area by
Bishop Asbury in 1790." After the decision to establish Bethel Academy, Poythress
became the president of the Board of Trustees of the school and served in that capacity for eight years. The dual role of being presiding elder of Methodist churches, which
were separated by many miles, and as president of a school that had to be built at an
out of the way place in a dangerous , primitive frontier , was a heavy burden on his
shoulders indeed.
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Poythress threw himself into his task without reserve. In four years he saw a building constructed and completed inside enough fo r use as a school building.
The burdens of the task proved to be too much fo r him. By 1794 he began to show
physical and emotional breakdown. The main source of information about this condition
is the memory of one of his preachers and a trusted friend, Rev.
Scott, known
also as judge Scott. At the request of Bishop Asbury, Scott came from Wheeling (at that
time still in Virginia) , in April 1794 to become a pastor in Kentucky and served for two
years at Danville and Lexington . He then married and soon afterwards moved to Ohio.
After providing data about Poythress, Scott describes his leader, as of 1794, in this
way: is
His muscles were quite flaccid, eyes sunken in his head, hair gray, (turned
back , hanging down on his sh oulders) complexio n dark , and countenance
grave, inclining to melancholy. His step was, however, firm , and general appearance such as to command the respectful consideration of others.
Sco tt continued the description of Poythress by noting that i.n the latter part of
1794 and during th e win ter of 1795 Poythress seemed at times quite detached fro m
life about him. From time to time Poythress would complain of headaches and stomach problems.
He would spend time in bed during the day and co uldn't sleep well at night. His
times of depression would last for hours.
just before a quarterly meeting to be held at Versailles, Kentucky, on a Saturday,
Poythress askecl.,Sco tt to take charge of the meeting. Poythress said he was ill and had
to go to bed . After the meeting Poythress told Sco tt that Susannah Pryor (Poythress'
sister), Willis Green , and Simon Adams were in a conspiracy against him.
According to Poythress, his sister was accusing him of not turning over to her all
the money her brother had collected from the sale of several of her slaves ; Green was
saying Poythress had embezzled some of the money collected fo r Bethel Academy;
Adams was accusing Poythress of dishonesty in a deal involving a horse. Poythress
was sure the authorities were looking fo r him. Sco tt remarks, "During this conversation , his co untenance exhibited a ghastly appearance, and his whole frame trembled."
Poythress remained in bed with his head covered until Monday morning. Sco tt identifies this incident as an evidence of "partial insanity. "
Poyth ress continu ed as presiding elder of the Kentucky Conference until 1797
when Rev. john Kobler was appointed to that position and Poythress was given a
supernumery (inactive) status. However, Kobler left that fall for Ohio and Poythress
finished the co nference year as presiding elder. At the 1798 con ference he was paired
with Rev. J onathan Bird as co-presiding elders over churches in eastern Tenn essee.
Bish op Asbury transferred Rev. Valentine Coo k from wes tern Pennsylvania to
Kentucky in 1798 to serve as presiding elder of the Kentucky Conference.
This is the same year Rev. j ohn Metcalf decided the burden of Bethel Academy was too
heavy and moved to a cluster of log cabins which was soon to be called Nicholasville. Here
he built a log cabin and surveyed the first streets of the village.
In 1800 Kentucky was without an appointed presiding elder, but when Bishop
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Asbury became aware of how ill Poythress was, h e turned to Rev. William
McKendree. McKendree was already appointed presiding elder of Methodist churches
on the East Coast, but he was with Asbury, along with Mr. Whatcoat, at the October
1800 Kentucky Conference sessions at Bethel Academy. The Bishop changed his
appointment of McKendree from the Virginia area to the Kentucky Methodist
Conference. For several years McKendree served as presiding elder in Kentucky with
distinction.
Meanwhile, leadership problems at Bethel Academy had come to a crisis point. After
john Metcalf resigned as principal, Rev. Nathaniel Harris, now clerk of the trustees, placed
this advertisement:' 9
A TEACHER WA TED
For Bethel School
A man well acquainted with the English, Latin and Greek Languages, Arts, and
Sciences, who can come well recommended, will meet with encouragement by applying to the trustees, who live near the school. Boarding may be had in the school, for
twelve pounds per annum; in the neighborhood, for ten pounds.
By order of the board,
Nathaniel Harris, Clk.
May 3 , 1798.
Clearly, no acceptable response came to the trustees, so Rev. Valentine Cook, who
had training in these areas of study while a student at Cokesbury College, was transferred from oeing presiding elder to the leadership and instructor position of Bethel
Academy. Poythress became presiding elder of the conference again , but as Scott
observes, "his bodily and mental powers gave way and fell into ruins. "20
The next year, there seemed to be uncertainty as to whether Bethel Academy
would open in the fall for another term of study. A letter written by Metcalf provides
some information: 21
Jessamine County, Kentucky
Sept. 9, 1799.
Rev . Charles Chenowerth:
Dear Brother: Our meeting house is completed, and I invite you to be with us
the second. Sunday in October to preach the first sermon in the new house. I
have written several others to assist in holding a revival , and am still living on
the bank of the Kentucky river, and preach every Sunday.
Yours truly,
john Metcalf
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Does this mean he was living at Bethel Academy, causing uncertainty as to who
was in charge? Interestingly, Valentine Cook published an announcement: 22
TO THE PUBLIC
As some of the friends of education have expressed a desire io know whether
I designed to continue to teach at Bethel Academy-I think it n ecessary to
inform them that I have engaged to teach another year, and am to begin the first
day of next January; reserving to myself the liberty of going to the settlement at
the time of the ensuing spring vacation, upon necessary business, to return as
soon as possible. The price for tuition will be the same as fixed upon by the
trustees in the preceding year, (with a very few exceptions) viz: forty shillings
for common English, and four pounds, ten shillings for the languages, to be
paid at the end of every six months from the time of entrance. None will be
admitted for less time than a quarter; and if a scholar continues no longer he is
to pay a fourth more, according to the science he learns. The parents may
expect the utmost attention will be paid to their children's
without persuading him to embrace any set religious opinions-in this I shall leave them to
choose for themselves-I shall not allow one student to despise another for the
sake of his religion , profession or sincerity-yet shall think it my duty to oppose
those vices every Christian of any society would gladly oppose.
Valentine .,Cook
Cook ceased teaching at Bethel Academy after the quarter was completed and
moved to Harrodsburg, Kentucky, to teach in a boy's school there, sometime in 1800.
On November 9, 1799, he had married Tabitha (Tabytha, Tabby) Slaughter, whose
parents lived near Harrodstown, now Harrodsburg.
Sometime during 1800 his widowed mother and younger children moved to a farm
near the same village, the county seat, from Greenbrier County, Virginia. 23 Bishop
Asbury records in his journal entry for October 4, 1800, that one of the concerns of
the Kentucky Conference, over which he was presiding, was the future of Bethel
Academy. A Dr. Jennings was favored as the next leader of Bethel and a letter was sent
to him, however, he refused to come.
The trustees turned to their chairman, Rev. Nathaniel Harris, who agreed to move
to the school building, The record is not clear, but it appears that he taught there for
at least three years.
The "hidden agenda" that did the most damage to the welfare of Bethel Academy,
and brought about its closing until about 1820 or 1821 , was a sharp controversy over
slavery among Methodists. Bishop Asbury never mentioned this issue explicitly as a
problem for Bethel Academy. In the above mentioned journal entry, he vaguely writes
of "other people's misconduct. "
A check of several Methodist historians who mention Bethel Academy reveals generalized statements. john Atkinson 24 in his discussion of Bethel , uses such phrases as:
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"fi ery trials ," "complications," "influences that hindered ," and "adverse fortune. " ot
once is the slavery issue mentioned . A.H. Redford 25 says of Bethel: "difficulties
occurred which it would be needless to mention." W .E. Arnold' 6 simply says, "We
know the school did not prosper. Many things were against it. "
To gain a broader perspective on this issue, it may be helpful to bring to the fore front some background information.
The years 1798 through 1800 were marked by political turmoil on the national and state
level due to the passage of the Alien and Sedition Laws by the Federalists in the Congress
and signed by President john Adams in 1798. These laws were regarded by many as violating the constitutional rights of trial by jury and freedom of speech. Quickly, the Republican
Party adopted this position and became popular, especially in Kentucky, whose legislature
passed the "Kentucky Resolutions," which were based on proposals first made by Thomas
Jefferson . The Resolutions rejected the above mentioned laws as unconstitutional, and a
similar set of resolutions written by James Madison was soon passed by Virginia. The result
was that not only was Jefferson elected President in 1800, but after 1798 the Republicans in
Kentucky pushed strongly for a revision of its constitution. A convention met in 1799,
made revisions and set 1800 as the year the Second Constitution became effective.
George icholas of Fayette County was a Republican and as a delegate to the convention determined to renew his personal project of making Kentucky a slave state
without qualifications. Rev. john Metcalf was an avid supporter of icholas and his
projects. This action threw the Kentucky Methodist conference into turmoil , for there
was a strong abolitionist sentiment among many of th e ministers and among many of
the laypeople.
In my archaeological work at Bethel Academy and my background reading, largely
limited to the -:,Methodist historians , I was not made aware of this issue adequately,
until I read an unpublished article written by Dr. ].A . Smith, a pastor at Cowan, Tenn.
This article is one of a series on early Methodist schools, some published and some to
be published.
In this now published article, "The Case of Bethel Academy: Methodism's School for
the Frontier," Dr. Smith brings the slavery issue to the forefront and asserts that this controversy was the real cause of the demise of the original academy. His discussion quickened my research into legal documents related to Bethel Academy. (See footnote 42).
I also began searching for and finding deeds, wills, and estate settlements in the
Clerk of County Court offices of Fayette, Jessamine, and Woodford Counties here in
the Bluegrass area. I was fortunate also to learn that Dr. Howard Shipps, professor of
Church History for almost three decades at Asbury Theological Seminary , now
deceased , had gathered five thick folders of research notes on Valentine Cook. They
are now preser\red in the archive section of the Asbury Seminary library. Data gathered from these sources support the theory that the slavery issue was indeed crucial to
the demise of the original Bethel Academy.
Before looking at and evaluating this data , it may be helpful to summarize john
Wesley's views on slavery and the changes that took place in the American Methodist
Episcopal Church polity in the first twenty-five years of its existence as an organized
denomination , in regard to slavery.
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Wesley's first written statement on slavery is found in his journal under the entry
for February 12, 1772. He makes reference to slavery by using phrases such as: " ... execrable sum of all villainies commonly called the slave trade" and " .. .it infinitely exceeds
in every instance of barbarity what Christian slaves suffer in Mohammedan countries. "27 Wesley published his significant essay, "Thoughts on Slavery" in 1774 and
immediately felt the sting of bitter opposition. The text of this essay is photographically reproduced in a book by W.T. Smith who helpfull y summarizes its contents. 28 The
last letter Wesley wrote was to Mr. Wilberforce who had introduced a bill against slavery in the British Parliament. 29 He commended the politician for , "your glorious enterprise in opposing that execrable villainy, which is the scandal of religion , of England
and of human nature .. .. Go in the name of God and the power of his might, till even
American slavery, the vilest that ever saw the sun, shall vanish before it."
The two men Wesley sent to America to lead th e Methodist movement (Francis
Asbury and Thomas Coke) were just as anti-slavery in their co nvictions as he, and the
young Americans who became ministers were likewise strongly anti-slavery. At the
Baltimore Conference held in April 1780 , the forty- two preach ers ga thered there
wanted offi cial answers to the question of slavery, fo r they were eqcountering opposition to Wesley's and the American bishops' views.30 The minutes ·of that Conference
preserve these questions and answers 31
Question 16: "Ought no t this conference to require those traveling preachers
who hold sla..ves to give promises to set them free? " Answer: "Yes."
Question 17: "Does this con ference acknowledge that slavery is contrary to
the laws of God , man , and of nature, and hurtful to society; contrary to the dictates of conscience and pure religion , and doing that we would not that others
should do to ours? And do we pass our disapprobation upon all our friends who
keep slaves, and advise th eir freedom ?" Answer: "Yes. "
There was strong disapproval in the southern seaboard colonies to the affirmative
answers to these questions and efforts of the ministers to carry them out. Wh en
Bishops Coke and Asbury preached on this subj ect and tried to put their views into
practice, they met with excited resistance from most of their audience, and fro m some
preachers. Only a few submitted to the requiremen t that they free their slaves.
The minu tes of the Methodist Confe rence of 1783 addressed the problem again: 32
Question 10: "What shall be done with our local preachers who hold slaves
co ntrary to the laws , whic h authorize their fr ee dom in any o f the United
States? " Answer: "We will try them another yea r. ln the mean time let every
assistant deal faithfully and plainly with every one, and report to the next conference, it may be necessary to suspend them."
Questions were raised again in the Con ference of 1784 and answered as fo llows: 33
Question 12: "W hat shall we do with our friends that will buy and sell
slaves? "
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Answer: "If they buy with no other design than to hold them as slaves, and
have been previously warned, they shall be expelled, and permitted to sell on no
considera tion."
Question 13: "What sha ll we do with our local preachers who will not emancipate their slaves in the States where the laws admit it? " Answer: "Try those in
Virginia another year , and suspend the preac hers in Maryland , Delaware ,
Pennsylvania and New jersey. "

When the Methodist Episcopal Church was organized late in 1784, the fo llowing
questions were asked and answered: 31
Question 42: "What methods can we take to extirpate slavery? " Answer:
"We are deeply conscious of the impropriety of making new terms of communion fo r a religious society already established, excep t o n the most pressing
occasion: and such we esteem the practice of holding our fellow-creatures in
slavery. We view it contrary to the golden law of God on which hang all the law
and the prophets, and the inalienable rights of mankind, as well as every principle of the revolution, to hold in the deepest debasement, in a more abject slavery than is perhaps to be found in any of the world except America , so many
souls that are all capable of the image of God.
"We therefore think it is our bounden duty to take immediately so me effectual methods to extirpate this abomination from among us: and for that purpose
we add the followi ng to the rules of our society, viz.: 1. Every member of our
society who has slaves in his possession, shall , within twelve months after
notice givsn to him by the assistant (whi ch notice the assistant is required
immediately, and without delay, to give in their respective circuits,) legally execute and record an instrument whereby he emancipates and sets free every slave
in his possession who is between the ages of forty and forty-five immediately, or
at the farthest when they arrive at the age of forty-five.
"And every slave who is between the ages of twenty-five and forty immediately, or at farthest , at the expiration of five years from the date of the said
instrument.
"And every slave who is between the ages of twenty and twenty-five immediately, or at farthest, when they arrive at the age of thirty.
"And every slave under the age of twenty as soon as they arrive at the age of
twenty-five at farthest.
"And evt;ry infant born in slavery after the above-mentioned rules are complied with, immediately on its birth.
"2. Every assistant shall keep a journal, in which he shall regularly minute
down the names and ages of all the slaves belonging to all the masters in his
respective circuit, and also the date of every instrument executed and recorded
for the manumission of the slaves , with the name of the court, book, and folio,
in which said instruments respectively shall have been recorded: which journal
shall be handed down in each circuit to the succeeding assistants.
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"3. In consideration that these rules form a new term of communion, every

person concerned, who will not comply with them, shall have liberty quietly to
withdraw himself from our society within the twelve months succeeding the
notice given as aforesaid: otherwise the assistant shall exclude him in the society.
"4. No person so voluntarily withdrawn, or so excluded, sh<Jll ever partake of
the Supper of the Lord with the Methodists, till he complies with the above requisitions.
"5. No person holding slaves shall, in future, be admitted into society, or to the
Lord's Supper, till he previously complies with these rules concerning slavery.
"N .B. These rules are to affect the members of our society no farther than as
they are consistent with the laws of the states in which they reside.
"And respecting to our brethren in Virginia that are concerned, and after due
consideration of their peculiar circumstances, we allow them two years from the
notice given to consider the expediency of compliance or non-compliance with
these rul es. "
Question 43: "What shall be done with those who buy or sell slaves or give
them away? " Answer: "They are immediately to be expelled,
they buy
them on purpose to free them."
Slaveowners who had been converted under Methodist preachers and joined the
church, for the most part, reacted negatively to these rules and created disturbances
wherever preachers tried to enforce them. Consequently, in the minutes of the 1785
Conference, thM; statement was added to the Discipline of the church: 35
It is recommended to all our brethren to suspend the execution of the minute
on slavery till the deliberations of a future Conference; and that an equal space
of time be allowed all our members for consideration when the minutes shall be
put in force, N.B. We hold in the deepest abhorrence the practice of slavery; and
shall not cease to seek its destruction by all wise and prudent means.
The General Rules of the Discipline were amended in 1789 to add the following
items to those activities forbidden: 36
"The buying or selling of the bodies and souls of men, women, or children, with
the intention to enslave them ."
The words "of the bodies and souls" were struck out of the General Rule on slavery
at the 1792 Conference. "
After 1792, legislation for the entire denomination was limited to actions taken by
the General Conference. That body, in 1796, inserted the following questions and
answers in the Discipline:37
Question 12: "What regulation shall be made for the extirpation of the crying evil of African slavery? " Answer: "We declare , we are more than ever convinced of the great evil of the African slavery which still exists in these United
States; and do most earnestly recommend the yearly conferences, to the quarterly meetings , and those who have oversight of districts and circuits, to be exceedingly cautious what persons they admit to official stations in our church; and in
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the case of future admission to official stations, to require such security of those
who hold slaves fo r the emancipation of them , immediately or gradually, as the
laws of the states respectively and the circumstances of the case admit. And we
do fully authorize all the yearly conferences to make whatever regulations they
judge proper in the present case, respecting the admission of persons to official
stations in our church .
No slave holder shall be received into society till the preacher who has the
oversight of the circuit has spoken to him freely and faithfully on the subj ect of
slavery.
Every member of the society who sells a slave , shall immediately, after full
proo f, be excluded the society. And if any member of our society purchase a
slave, the ensuing quarterly meeting shall determine on the number of years in
which the slave so purchased would work out the price of his purchase, and the
person so purchasing, shall immediately after such date execute a legal instrum ent fo r the manumission of such slave at the expi ra tio n of the term determined by the quarterly meeting. And in default of his executing such instrument of manumission , or on his refusal to submit its case to the judgment of the
quarterly meeting, such a member shall be excluded fro m the society: Provided
also, that in the case of a female slave , it shall be inserted in the aforesaid instrument of manumission that all her children which shall be born. during the years
of her servitude shall be free at the following time, namely, every female child at
th e age of twenty-o n e , and eve r y m ale child at th e age o f twe nty-five .
Nevertheless, if the m ember of our society executing th e said instrument of
manumission judge it proper, he may fix the times of manumission of the children of the.female slaves before mentioned at an earlier age than that which is
prescribed
Th e preachers and other members of our society are required to consider the
subj ect of negro slavery with deep attention , till the ensuing general conference;
and that they may impart to the general conference, through the medium of the
yearly conferences or otherwise, any important thoughts upon the subj ect, that
the conference may have full light in order to take further steps toward eradica ting this enormous evil from that part of the church of God to which they are
united .

In the 1800 Discipline these words were added :38
When any traveling preacher becomes an owner of a slave or slaves by any
means, he shall forfeit his ministerial character in our church unless he execute,
if it be practicable, a legal emancipation of such slaves , con formably to the laws
of the state in which he lives.
The annual conferences are directed to draw up addresses fo r the gradual
emancipation of the slaves to the legislatures of those states in which no general
laws have been passed for that purpose. These addresses shall urge, in the most
respectful but pointed manner, the n ecessity of a law for the gradual emancipa-
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tion of the slaves. Proper committees shall be appointed by the annual conferences, out of the most respectable of our friends, for the conducting of the business; and the presiding elders, elders, deacons , and travelling preachers shall
procure as many proper signatures as possible to the addresses, and give all the
assistance in their power in every respect to aid the committe.es , and to further
their blessed undertaking. Let this be continued from year to year till the
desired end be accomplished.
The General Conference of 1804 made these changes in several paragraphs of the
1796 Discipline, such as Paragraph 1: "More than ever convinced of the great evil of the
African slavery, which still exists in these United States," was changed to , "As much as
ever convinced of the great evil of slavery." Paragraph 3 was changed by the insertion of
"except at the request of the slave, in cases of mercy and humanity, agreeably to the judgment of a committee of the male members of the society, appointed by the preacher who
has the charge of the circuit," between the words , "purchasing" and "shall immediately. "
Also inserted in this paragraph were these words: "Provided also, that if a member
of our society shall buy a slave with a certificate of future emancipation, the terms of
the emancipation shall, notwithstanding, be subject to the decisttm of the quarterly
meeting conference. "
Words after "nevertheless, " were replaced by "the members of our societies in the
states of North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia , and Tennessee, shall be exempted
from the operation of the above rules ." The part about petitions to state legislatures
was replaced by the statement:
"Let our preachers, from time to time , as occasion serves, admonish and exhort all
slaves to render due respect and obedience to the commands and interests of their
respective masters. "39
Then in 1808 all words that spoke to members holding slaves were removed and
replaced by the words: "The General Conference authorizes each annual conference
to form its own regulations relative to buying and selling slaves."40 These quotations
from the early editions of the Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church demonstrate the strong position of the General Conference against slavery, but also reveal
the difficulties of enforcing rules on slave-holding in states that had stringent laws on
their books supporting slavery.
The bondage of Africans in slavery was an accepted way of life in a number of the
American colonies long before the arrival of Methodism on American shores. W.T.
Smith summarizes the situation thus: 4 1
In 1641 , Massachusetts became the first colony to give statutory recognition
to slavery. This was followed in rapid succession by Connecticut in 1650,
Virginia in 1661 , Maryland in 1663, New York and New jersey in 1664, South
Carolina in 1682 , Rhode Island and Pennsylvania in 1700 , North Carolina in
1715, and Georgia in 1750. Slavery was, ergo , part of the fabric of American life
and culture.
The firm abolitionist stance of the American Methodists in their earliest official
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statements was a bold challenge to an established culture in the states existing in the
Union after the Revolutionary War. However, the Methodists soon found themselves
caught in a painful dilemma: Officially, the new denomination was an outspoken foe
of slavery, but many of the new converts were slaveholders who must free their slaves
should they become members or preachers. On the other hand , the laws of the states
mentioned above protected slavery, making it difficult to free slaves. The majority of
the slaveholders deeply resented the demands of the upstart Methodist movement and
resented the freeing of slaves by its converts. The freed slaves could generate a desire
for freedom among slaves on many of the plantations, causing unrest, disobedience ,
or escape from bondage.
The innovative General Rule prohibiting the buying or selling of slaves, except to
set them free, was met with the objection that if they were immediately set free , who
would hire them, or if reduced to abject poverty, who would provide housing, food ,
and clothing? Even Methodist converts were persuaded by these objections. As a
result, qualifications, even exemptions, soon appeared in succeeding Disciplines.
A review of the regulations laid down by successive Conferences and General
Conferences, shows that allowances were soon made for obedience to the laws of the
several states, and for a series of phases in liberating slaves. Thus it was possible for
members and preachers to have slaves for years before all were set free. Concurrently,
the General Conferences would publish strong statements against slavery and require
the church leaders to discipline preachers and members who did not emancipate their
slaves as quickly as they should.
How did this dilemma affect Methodism in Kentucky and affect the operation of
Bethel Academy?
First, the prospects of a sharp conflict among the swelling tide of white settlers in
the Kentucky
of Virginia over the legitimacy of slavery was bound to develop.
After the Revolutionary War, the government of Virginia made generous grants of
land in Kentucky to veterans of that war who served in Virginian armed forces. Many
slaveholders received these grants and moved their families and slaves to settle on and
develop the lands received. Some were converted under the preaching of Methodist
ministers and wanted to join the church. The same is true of some settlers from
Virginia and the Carolinas who could not afford to own slaves but might not be antislavery i.n sentiment.
The opposite would be true of the majority of the migrants entering Kentucky
from the northeast via the Ohio River. Few were slaveholders and a majority were
strongly abolitionist in belief, and regarded slavery as a moral and social evil.
One can feel confident that preachers appointed to Kentucky would fervently share
the abolitionist views of the Methodist Conferences and the General Conferences. The
abolition-minded bishops, Francis Asbury and Thomas Coke, could be counted on
making their appointments in accordance with the church's position. So we can be
assured that all the preachers sent to Kentucky , the presiding elder , Francis
Poythress, and the first principal of Bethel Academy, john Metcalf, were not slaveholders at the time of their appointments.
Poythress and Metcalf were from well-to-do families in Virginia and thus were vul-
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nerable to becoming involved with slavery through their family affairs. Neither might
they be abolitionist in their views about slavery in regard to their family relationships
or with converts who possessed slaves. Though neither man expressed his views in
writing, some of the events in their ministry provide some clues.
In Francis Poythress' leadership of the Kentucky Conference, one incident involving his relationship to Rev. Benjamin Ogden may throw some light on his sentiments.
Ogden was one of the two young men, the other was James Haw, who were appointed
as Methodist missionaries to Kentucky in 1786. They travelled and preached far and
wide under the most difficult of circumstances, with success.
In 1787, Rev . Ogden spent most of his time in the Cumberland River watershed
and reported sixty-three converts who became Methodists at the end of the year. The
next year he married Nancy Puckett, whose family lived near Harrodstown, and
moved to Virginia, but returned in 1790 to Kentucky. Because the rule of the church
at the time required an evangelist or travelling preacher to give up that kind of ministry when they married , Ogden and his wife located and he preached as opportunities
came his way.
There is some mystery concerning what brought about the rift between Ogden and
Poythress. JA. Smith42 draws from several articles in the Western Christian Advocate to
propose that Ogden became a spokesman for anti-slavery supporters in the Kentucky
Conference who didn't like the views of Poythress and Metcalf regarding slavery.
They asked Ogden to preach against slavery at a church service at Bethel Academy,
and he did. Smith notes: 43
"Poythress's;idministration, according to McHenry, had by then become 'irregular
and wild ,' and the presiding elder either reproved Odgen 'with great severity,' as
Hinde recalled, or 'hurled him out of the church,' as McHenry remembered. "
He cites Barnabas McHenry, "Letter to Thomas Hinde, December 7, 1820" published in Western Christian Advocate vol. VII , no. 4, p. 1. Friday, May 15, 1840; also
Thomas S. Hinde . "Contributions to the Western Historical Society ," Western
Christian Advocate, vol. VII, no. 4, Friday, May 15, 1940.
When Poythress became too ill to function as a minister, he went to the home of
his sister, Mrs. Susannah Pryor, who owned a farm in Jessamine County, Kentucky.
Very likely he was cared for by some of the many slaves owned by his sister. The will
made out by Mrs. Pryor, dated June 1, 1809, contains a bequest of a half share of her
150 acres and six adult slaves and a child to be divided among them , "for their support and maintenance during their natural lives."44
Mrs. Pryor died in February 1817 and her will was probated at the March Court in
1817. The appraisement document presented to the court reveals she then owned
thirty-two slaves valued at $8,285. Because of his mental break-down, Poythress did
not know he had become an owner of several slaves and that they would care for him
until he died in 1818.
There is no evidence that John Metcalf possessed slaves while he served the church
as principal of Bethel Academy or as pastor of several churches. Neither are there any
documents preserved, nor any references made by other Methodist ministers , that
indicate Metcalf owned slaves during the last decade of the eighteenth century.
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Several o r Metcalfs letters to George Nicholas , reproduced earlier in this article,
reveal that he had a close lega l and personal relationship with that champion of slavery in Kentucky. He respected him enough to push fo r and obtain fro m the Hrst offi cials of J essamine County the ri g ht to name th e county sea t o r the new county,
"Nicholasville. "
While serving at Bethel Academy, he married a niece of Fran cis Poythress, Ann
(Nancy) Peniston , in 1795. Mrs. Susanna Pryor made a bequest to her of two slaves ,
Peter and Charlotte and their children. Ann would have gained possession of them in
1817 wh en her aunt died .
The most revealing informati on comes from the estate arrangement, dated July 19,
183 1, of Rev. j ohn Metcalr who had died in 1820. There were two male slaves and
seven wo men s laves di vid ed a mo ng h is wife and six children . Th e two slaves
bequeathed to his wife, Ann , we re among them. Some or all of the others may have
been the children of those two." In regard to john Lewis who gave one hundred acres
for Bethel Academy, there were a series of deeds which gave slaves to his daughter-inlaw, Nancy, wife of deceased so n Thomas, to his living sons, William and Daniel. 46
Ri ch ard Mas terso n , in wh ose m ee ting h ou se th e firs t Kentu cky Me thodist
Conference was held , also became invo lved in slavery toward the end of his life. He
and his wi fe, Sarah , moved to a fa rm near Carrolton , Kentucky. W. E. Arnold makes
an intriguing statement:47
"He farmed on a large scale and owned many slaves. His home again became a center or Methodist inOuence and a resting place for McKendree and the weary circuit
riders. Both he and his wife were deeply religious. "
Had the bish op and the circuit riders suddenly become silent about the abolitionist
heritage or the Methodist Church , when they entered the Masterson home?
In 1798, Bh hei Academy trustee James Hord granted Edwin Hord power to recover slaves fo r him.48 A startling illustration of how slavery could entangle the family
affairs of a staunch abolitionist is found in the life of the venerable Rev. Valentine
Cook. Before he came to Kentucky, he was known as an anti-slavery orator, and wh en
he took over Bethel Academy his position caused him pro blems. W ho he argued with
is unclear , but Young's sta tem ent about his tenure at Bethel is of interes t, "He
remained with the school one year. His anti-slavery views induced his removaJ. "•9
Where did Young obtain this information? I have found no other historian that has
said Cook was fired due to his views on slavery. It is possible he go t this informati on
from the son of Rev. john Metcalf, Henry, who lived in Nicholasville until his death in
1879.
Cook married Tabitha Slaughter, daughter of a slave owner in 1799. Being converted and a Methodist, she surely had turned her back on slavery, but it involved her and
her husband anyway. This fact com es to light in wills they made out before they died.
Cook's will is dated August 12, 1822, shortly before his death .50 In regard to his
wire, he says, "The slaves in my possession came by my wire, Tabitha, they being hers.
I leave them (viz) Viney, Milly and Washington and their issue, if any hereafter, to my
wife to be at her own entire disposal fo rward. "
Mrs. Tabitha Cook's will , dated March 26, 1829 ,5 ' contains her bequest of "two
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negro boys and my n egro girl Milly with their issu e ... " to be divided between h er
three daughters, Nan cy, Eliza, and Susan . The remaining slaves were to be under the
control of her oldest son , Richard .
Neither legal document sh ows any interest in se tting the slaves free , in accordan ce
to the earlier laws of the Methodist Episcopal Church . Th e basic clue to understanding how the early abolitionist stand of these preach ers and laynien disappeared and
the possession of slaves became acceptable probably resides in the action of 1808 (see
above) which transferred decision making about slavery to th e annual conferences.
Th e W es tern Co nferen ce m ad e su ch a d ecision in Oc tob er 1808 als o , which
reads,52
Question: "What method shall be taken with a member of our Society that
shall enter into the Slave Trade and shall buy or sell a Slave or Slaves? "
Answer : "Every preacher who has the charge of a circuit shall upon info rmation received cite every su ch member or members so buying or selling a Slave or
Slaves to appear at the ensuing Quarterly Meeting Conferen ce and th ere to submit his or their case to the judgment of the said Quarterly Me<::ting Conference
wh o shall proceed to determine whether the Person or Persons have purch ased
or sold such Slave or Slaves in a case of m ercy or humanity or fro m speculative
motives , and if a majority of the Quarterly Meeting Conference judge that they
have bought or sold with su ch speculative m otives they shall accordingly exp el
every su ch Person or Persons.
"And in case the President of the Quarterly Meeting Conferen ce should differ
in judgm ent_ from the m aj ority a nd think th ey h ave re tained the Person or
Person s imp.rop erly, h e m ay refer his or their case to the en suing Annual
Conference and if any Person or Persons think they are injured by the decis ion
of the Quarterly Meeting Conferen ce su ch Person or Persons shall be allowed an
appeal to the ensuing Annual Conference, provided they signify the same to the
Quarterl y Mee ting Conferen ce a t the time of trial, and the President of the
Quarterly Meeting Co nferen ce shall cause the minutes of su ch trial to be laid
before the Annual Conference wh o shall judge and finally determine in every
su ch case. "
Fran cis Asbury, W illiam McKendree
Liberty Hill , Tennessee, October 7th, 1808
William Burke, Sec ty.
A commentary on this action by Bishop Asbury in his journal has this observation :' 3
We made a regulation respecting slavery; it was, that n o m ember of society,
or preach er, should sell or buy a slave unjustly, inhumanly or covetously; the
case, on co mplaint, to be examined for a m ember by the Quarterly m eeting; and
for a preacher an appeal to an annual conferen ce; Where the guilt was proved
the offender to be expelled .
In acco rdance with this conference regula tion , Jaco b Addam s was exp elled from
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the Western Conference in 1810, "for purchasing a Negro woman and child with
speculative motives,. .. "H Benjamin McReynolds, a local preacher, was refused membership in the conference in 1811 , "in Consequence of his not having complied
with the rule with regard to a Negro man he holds as a Slave. " 55 Bu t in regard to
Samuel Sellars who own ed a fo urteen-year-old male slave , a committee of the con feren ce ruled that he cou ld hold the slave until the boy became twenty-two years
old. 56
A significant feature of the slavery regulation of 1808 and the actions taken in
response to the situations of the three men mentioned above is that gaining possession of slaves by inheritance is not mentioned. The concern is limited to dealing with
slaves , in the words of Bishop Asbury, "unjustly, inhumanly, or covetously;" 57
Therefore, it was quite possible for a loyal Methodist lay person or a preacher in
the Western Conference to possess slaves after 1808, if they inherited , or gained them
wi thin the three limitations mentioned by Bishop Asbury. Consequently, Poythress,
Metcalf, Cook, Masterson, Lewis, and others could possess slaves after 1808 and be in
accordance with the rules of the Methodist Episcopal Church.
As far as is known , school sessions were not held in the Bethel Academy building,
nor did anyone live there until its razing in 1820. There are no explicit statements in
the legal documents cited above that the slavery issue caused the demise of Bethel
Academy. o person who lived through those events and wrote about them later
mentions slavery as the cause, yet the clues outlined above for the period before 1808,
seem to support such a conclusion.
After leaving Bethel Academy, Rev. john Metcalf moved his family to a log cabin in
the newly created icholasville. Here he opened a school for boys, which he soon
transferred to a new log building next door. Though Metcalf knew that Rev. Nathaniel
Harris was conducting school at Bethel Academy on th e banks of the Kentucky River
at that time, Metcalf used the same name for his school.
On July 4, 1802, Nicholasville held a community celebration with a parade led by
the military, followed by Metcalfs school children and others. Clearly, Metcalf already
had his school in operation before this date. 58
]. A. Smith observes that Metcalf:59
.. .went to the Kentucky River site and carted off everything that was not fastened down, presumably to furnish his Nicholasville school. In 1804 the quarterly conference for the Lexington circuit suspended him from the ministry for
12 months for his actions.
W.E. Arnold60 provides this text of the conference action dated May 19, 1804:
At a quarterly meeting for Lexington circuit, at j . Griffith's, the members of
th e Conference were th e following: William McKendree , P. E., Learner
Blackman , Thomas Wilkerson, Benj . Coleman, Jesse Griffith , David Robertson ,
Bryan McGrath, Benj . Vanpelt, Nathaniel Harris, William Rutter, Humphrey
Lyons, Cornelius Ruddle, Jesse Rowland, Luke Hanson, Elias Johnson, Richard
Demit, john Lair.
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The case of john Metcalf, L.D., was brought forward from the Committee,
who werejesse Garner, SL Newman, Nathaniel Harris.
The charges were as follows, viz., Charge 1st. For removing the property of
Bethel Academy without the knowledge or consent of the trustees of Bethel
Academy. Charge 2nd. In not giving information of said property, though
inquired of in an official manner, 1st, before the Board of Trustees, and 2nd, by
one of the Trustees alone. Charge 3rd. For not sending a full account of said
property. Charge 4th. In not sending a true account of the time when, (nor by
whom), said property was removed. This Conference, taking up the charges one
by one, concur in judgment with the above named Committee, and finally give
it their judgment, that said]. Metcalf, be reduced to a state of trial, for the time
of 12 months, from the present date, and deprived of the liberty of all official
services in the Church, for the same term of 12 months.
Signed in behalf of the Conference, By Nathaniel Harris.
Several observations should be noted: 1) In May 1804, the Church, through its
quarterly conference, considered itself responsible for what happened at Bethel
Academy; 2) john Metcalf was not present at the Conference to defend himself; 3)
Evidently, Nathaniel Harris had ceased teaching school at Bethel Academy and had
moved out of the building before Metcalf had removed the furniture; 4) the Board of
Trustees were still existing as a functioning body, and; 5) Nathaniel Harris probably
in bringing charges through the committee to the quarterly conferhad taken the
ence against Metcalf and he signed the Conference document containing the sanctions against Metcalf.
An action of the 1805 Conference, provides this information: "Samuel Douthit
deposited $20 two years past in the hands of William McKendree, to be appropriated
to the paying of a teacher in the Bethel Academy; but failing to employ one, he has
refunded the money, by Elisha Bowman."61
This action would support the probability that Harris ceased teaching at Bethel in
1803.
Rev. William Burke (Burk) claimed that the Western Conference of 1803 appointed him, "to attend the legislature and obtain an act of incorporation. I performed that
duty, and Bethel was incorporated, with all the powers and privileges of a literary
institution."62
There is a problem here, because the journal of the Western Conference, of which
William Burke was secretary, does not contain such an action. Besides, no evidence
has been found in the legislative records of Kentucky that Bethel Academy was incorporated at that time. It already had been incorporated by the state February 10, 1798.
The journal of the Western Conference in 1806 does have an action of the
Conference concerning Bethel Academy:63
The Conference proceeded to raise a fund by Subscription, for the use and
benefit of Bethel Academy, in Kentucky.
The Conference proceeded to electjacob Young, Samuel Parker, and William

34

Livingston
Houston, as trustees of the said fund; whose duty it shall be, to keep regular
books, for the purpose of entering Subscriptions, and keeping all the accounts
of said fund.
The Conference raised by voluntary subscriptions for the above use, $67.50.

The journal of the Western Conference of 1808 has this action: "The Conference
directed that $33.50 now in the hands of the former Trustees of the Charity Fund be
deposited with William Burk for the use and benefit of the Trustees ofBethel Academy.'' 64
These two conference actions indicate that the Western Conference did not dissociate itself from Bethel Academy in 1804, but continued support of the Trustees of the
school beyond 1808. W.W. Sweet preserves the text of the journal of that Conference
through 1811 and there is no action to disown Bethel Academy in them. 65
A legislative act by the General Assembly of Kentucky, dated January 30, 1810,
granted permission to Bethel Academy to sell the land granted to it in 1798. 66 In
response to this act, Nathaniel Harris and Maddox Fox, trustees of the school, ran this
advertisement: 67
The trustees of Bethel Academy being authorized by the legislature of Kentucky
to dispose of their donation LANDS, do offer the following tracts for sale;
2780 acres
On the Ohio River, opposite the mouth of Saline Creek.
1600 acres
In two surveys, adjoining Col. Waggoner's.
755 acres
Adjoining tvfaj. Fielding Jones. All those lands lie near together, or in separate tracts-se·veral valuable farms on them , a small part of the purchase money
will be required in hand, the balance in six annual payments. For further particulars , apply to Nathaniel Harris and Maddox Fisher, in Lexington, Ky.
Did anyone buy any or all of this land? The land in this advertisement totals 5,143
acres of the 6,000 acres granted to Bethel Academy in 1798. What about the remaining 857 acres? Was this tract also sold at some time? That the trustees of Bethel
Academy were successful in selling at least some of their land, is suggested by an Act
of the General Assembly of Kentucky dated January 26, 1815. This Act authorizes the
investment of the proceeds of the sale of seminary lands in bank stock. 68
The building by the banks of the Kentucky River stood empty until 1820. Several
legal documents relate to the disposal of the land and the razing of the building, for
removal to Nicholasville, Kentucky.
Surprisingly, in a deed dated June 1, 1816,john Lewis gave the 100 acres on which
Bethel Academy was located to his son William.69 The original deed of 1797 does not
have a provision stating that the land reverted to john Lewis, if a school ceased to
function in the building on the land. That deed is a quit claim deed with several
instances of "forever" in it. 70 Two Acts of the General Assembly of Kentucky suggest
that john Lewis was alerted by the trustees of his mistake , for efforts were soon made
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to obtain authority from the General Assembly to sell the land on which Bethel
A_cademy was located. The first legislative act is dated February 1, 1817, and the second February 6, 1819. 7 '
One may surmise that the trustees either verbally returned the land to john Lewis ,
or failed to record a written deed. A recorded deed, transferring the land back to
Lewis , does not exist at the Jessamine County Court House.
On May 24, 1819, john Lewis executed a new deed to his son William, giving him
the 100-acre tract of land. On March 22, 1822, john Lewis made another deed , selling
the same 100 acres to son William for $1 ,000. The land descriptions on the several
documents are clearly for the same portion of land . William sold the 100 acres on
April 19, 1822, to George Walker for $33l n
The trustees of Bethel Academy bought lots in Nicholasville , Kentucky. One deed ,
dated June 12, 1819, transferred two acres from john and Nancy Metcalf to the
trustees of Bethel Academy. The cost was $300 paid by Nathaniel Harris, Samuel H.
Woodson, William Caldwell, Jesse Head, Thomas B. Scott, john Lewis , James Fletcher
and Francis P. Hord.73
Two more acres were obtained from Leslie and Margaret
on February 24,
1820, costing $200. The trustees who bought the land were: athaniel Harris,
President, William Caldwell, William Shieve, Francis P. Hord , Robert Crockett,
George]. Brown, Archibald Young, and James Fletcher. 74
These two plots were next to each other, and apparently, soon after these four
acres were purchased, the original Bethel Academy was torn down. Brick, lumber,
doors, and windows were transported to Nicholasville, Kentucky, and a similar building was constructed, but the size and style is unknown. After the new building was
completed, a school for boys was opened. There is no clear evidence that the
Methodist Church continued a relationship with Bethel Academy.
At some time after the razing of the original Bethel Academy, some of its bricks
and the cornerstone were transferred to Vanderbilt University, Nashville, Tennessee,
and incorporated in an outside wall of the engineering building.75
john Y Martin, Teacher of Languages and Professor of General Science, ran this
advertisement, April 2, 1821: 76
The subscriber informs the public that he continues his school in the Bethel
Academy, near the town of Nicholasville, Jessamine County. His next session will
commence on the 2nd of April, to continue for five months. Tuition $12.50 per session payable in advance, or $15 payable at the expiration of the session.
The next advertisement related to Bethel Academy was run three years later. 77
There is room in the Nicholasville Academy [sic] for a few more pupils. This
Academy is now in a prosperous condition. The system of education comprises
all that is required for admission into Transylvania University. The course of
classical students is full and thorough . The town is perfectly healthy and happily removed from the temptations to be met in larger towns and from the listlessness of a Country residence. Board can be had very low.

36

Livingston
Terms of tuition thirty dollars per annum.
James O'Brian, Principal N.A.
References to john Roche, A. M. Transylvania U. Prof.
john Brown, Prin. Prep. Department
Kean O'Hara, A.M. Woodford County

B.H. Young' 8 states that A.R. Northrup was principal from 1841-1846, followed by
Charles F. Smith. The next extant advertisement is dated May 10, 1848.' 9
On the night of February 13, 1857, tragedy struck Bethel Academy in the form of a
destructive fire: 80
FIRE I
ICHOLASVILLE .-The Louisville Courier is informed by correspondence , that a fire broke out , on Friday night about 9 o'clock , in the
Venerable building in the back place known as Bethel Academy, and was soon
destroyed. At the time of its destruction it was occupied by a prosperous school.
A year later, February 15, 1858, the General Assembly of Kentucky approved an
act to amend the act of 1798 to incorporate Bethel Academy.8 ' The amendments
authorized the election of trustees of Bethel Academy by voters in Jessamine County
for terms of six years each. These trustees may elect a president, a treasurer, and a
clerk. The trustees were instructed to select and provide tuition far a "beneficiary
pupil" from each of the voting precincts. Another Act of the General Assembly, dated
February 13 , 1864, repealed the action taken February 15, 1858, and directed its
attention to the original act of February 10, 1798. The new Act named as "incorporators and trustees of Bethel Academy" the following persons: "George Brown, john S.
Bronaugh, Isaac B11rkley, Newton Dickerson, Moreau Brown, Lewis H. Chrisman, and
Thos. Crutcher. " The term of office of these men was to begin July 1, 1864.82
A third Act of the General Assembly was approved April 16, 1873, granting the
trustees of Bethel Academy to lease or sell its lands to the town of Nicholasville and
the proceeds divided among the school districts of the county. 83
If the trustees actually rented Bethel Academy, they did not do so for long. Onjuly
8, 1876, George Brown, the President ran this advertisement: 84
The Trustees of Bethel Academy, Nicholasville, Ky., will on Friday, July 14th,
1876, hold an election for a Teacher of this Institution, for the ensuing school
year. The names of applicants for the position are solicited, GEO. BROWN , Pres't.
A.N . Gordon was elected as the teacher for that year, and the next year he negotiated a rent agreement with the trustees dated May 28, 1877, which made him principal
for ten years.8' Ab6ut the same time, the City of Nicholasville constructed Broadway
Street which passed through the properties of neighbors south of the Bethel Academy.
The trustees of Bethel Academy decided to purchase a fragment of one property that
adjoined the property of the school.
This small plot was purchased from S.H. and Carrie Noland on September 24,
1878, for one dollar. 86 The land north of the Academy was purchased from the
Jessamine Female Institute on January 27, 1880, for twenty-five dollars. 87
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About five months later a reporter wrote this story: 88
Nicholasville Items
The Bethany [sic] Academy exercises were very well attended Friday afternoon . The young scholars did honor both to themselves arrd their teachers .
Those who were awarded for their ten months hard study were as follows:
Willie Welch received the medal in mathematics. In the junior class, Master
Charles Sparks received a handsome book; in thejunior class Ethelbert Scrogin
received five volumes of Macauley's History of England, for proficiency in reading: Winn Butler received Worchester's Dictionary for excelling the school in
orthography.
The next year, 1881 , Gordon ran this advertisement:89
Bethel Academy, Nicholasville, Kentucky.
Oldest High School in the State. A full corps of teacliers in English ,
Graphical, Graphimatical and Commercial Courses. Home traiping. Thorough
instructions. Firm discipline. Boys prepared for advanced classes in college or
practical business life. Handsome new building. A large, light, and airy school
room. A.N. Gordon, Principal.
A few weeks later, an editorial gave this evaluation of Bethel Academy:
Bethel Academy , an advertisement of which appears in this paper is one of
the best schools for boys in Kentucky. Prof. A.N. Gordon, the principal, is a
graduate of Washington and Lee University, and is one of the finest educators in
the land. A new school building has been erected, and the Academy promises to
continue in its course of prosperity and usefulness for many years. Parents
entrusting their sons to Prof. Gordon's guidance and instruction may be sure
that both their mental and moral education will be strictly attended to. Bethel
Academy is the oldest High School in the State, and ranks among the very best
and most thorough .90
In September a duplicate of the July advertisement was printed in the same newspaper.91 In May 1882, S.M. Duncan published a strongly worded reply to an article,
"The School Boy," printed in the newspaper , April 26, 1882.9' He claimed he had
accurate information about the early events and people related to Bethel Academy.
However, when his statements are compared with data in this article, several errors
become obvious.
During the tenure of A.N. Gordon , several advertisements and brochures were
published. 93 One brochure honored the long teaching career of A.N. Gordon and gives
the dates of his tenure at Bethel Academy as 1876-1887.94
Several types of legal documents are related to Bethel Academy: some are actions of
the Board of Councilmen of the town of Nicholasville and some are deeds which
transferred property controlled by the trustees of Bethel Academy to other parties.
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In the Minutes of July 29, 1893, of the above mentioned Board of Councilmen, are
these items of information:95
a) A proposition was presented to the Board by the trustees of Bethel Academy
offering to sell the Academy campus to the town of Nicholasville to be used
as a public school. Reference is made to the failure of the trustees to generate
enough tuition fees to pay teachers and thus they had rented the Academy
buildings to the town for the past five years (1888-1893).
b) They would sell the land and buildings to the town for seven thousand do!lars ($ 7,000) which , after r eceiving the money, they would give to the
J essamine Female Institute. The Institute would use this gift to pay off a debt
and make improvements on its buildings.
c) The trustees asked for a fifteen hundred dollar down payment in the form of a
property trade, namely, the lot and building of public school #l which lay
from the east line of the Academy land to Seminary Street (earlier called
Noland Street and later named South Third Street). The remaining five thousand, five hundred dollars were to be paid in three annual installments at six
per-cent interest.
d) The trustees asked the Board of Councilmen to set aside one or more rooms in
the Academy building for classes designed to prepare students for college.
After hearing the proposition from the trustees of Bethel Academy, the Board
of Councilmen unanimously voted to accept the offer. A notation was made in
the minutes stating that the trustees of Jessamine Female Institute agreed to
accept the gift of seven thousand dollars from the trustees of Bethel Academy.
On July 29 , 1893, a deed was executed by the trustees of Bethel Academy transferring
their land, school b_uilding, and a dwelling to the Board of Councilmen. 96 Stipulations
mentioned in the proposition presented to the Board of Councilmen on July 25, 1893,
are repeated in the deed. No mention is made in the deed about the lot and building of
School District #l being transferred to the trustees as part of the payment plan.
The Minutes of the Board of Councilmen of the town of Nicholasville, dated August 4,
1893,97 mention that the deed for the property of Bethel Academy had been received and a
motion was made to have it recorded at the court house. Another motion empowered a
committee to make repairs on Bethel Academy buildings.
The Mayor then told the Board of Councilmen that the trustees of Bethel Academy
were requesting that the lot the Board had sold them be deeded to john L. and Emma W.
Logan for fifteen hundred dollars. 98 This request and a schedule of payments governing
the purchase of the property by the Logans was approved by the Board of Councilmen.
A note of interest here is that for years I was told by long time residents of Nicholasville
that the lot and building exchanged between the Board of Councilmen, the trustees of
Bethel Academy and the Logans was the original Bethel Academy constructed in 1820-21.
Only recently has research in Court House records revealed that this was not so. This
property was only in the possession of the trustees of Bethel Academy from July 29 to
August 4, 1893. This research has now made clear that the Bethel Academy land is now
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the grounds on which the Nicholasville Elementary School is located. The dwelling the
Board of Councilmen bought from the trustees has long since disappeared. The Bethel
Academy building was probably the old building shown in a 1913 photograph of the early
stages of construction of a new High School building. A recently acquired dish has a picture of this old building.
In nearby Wilmore, in 1890, Rev. John Wesley Hughes was plannii-ig to start an independent, though Methodist-oriented, school. While praying about a possible name,
"Asbury College" came to him. He began reading about Bishop Asbury and discovered
he had officially established a school a century earlier about four miles from Wilmore,
calling it Bethel Academy. This information confirmed in Hughes' mind the thought
that came during his prayer time. He promptly named his new school Asbury College.99
Seemingly, he was unaware that a Bethel Academy structure was rented at the time by
the town of Nicholasville and used for public school purposes. The memory of Bethel
Academy impacted the history of Asbury College on December 13, 1925. The President
of the college, Dr. Akers, proposed to the Board of Trustees that the High School on
campus be renamed Bethel Academy. The trustees agreed to the proposal. A separate
building was constructed to house the Academy which was to be self-supporting. This
relationship to the college continued until 1938, when the Academy 'had to be closed.
The accreditation standards of the Southern Association of Colleges and Secondary
Schools prohibited any connection between the college and the high school. ")()
A renewed interest by the Kentucky Methodist Conference in the original Bethel
Academy resulted in the construction of a monument at the site made of stones from
the foundation o(. the school. The Conference had cast a bronze plaque which was
attached to the monument. The text on the plaque read thus:
On this site stood BETHEL ACADEMY, First Church School in all the West
Planned by First Methodist Conference in Kentucky, 1790; Opened (about) 1793:
closed 1804; Brick building, 40 x 80 feet, three stories high; Stones in this pillar were
in original foundation erected by Kentucky Conference Historical Society, 1933.
There are several errors of fact on this plaque: 1) The third line should have read ,
"First Protestant Church School," because Roman Catholic schools had been built in
the West before 1790; 2) The dimensions of the building were 35 x 86 feet. The plaque
stayed on the pillar for fifty years but was stolen in 1983 and has never been recovered.
In the spring of 1965, I began excavation at the site. A report of this project is
found in another article in this volume.
On March 15, 1984, the original site of Bethel Academy was entered in the
National Register of Historic Places. This action gives the school recognition as an
important historical, architectural and archaeological site.101
The World Methodist Historical Society met at Asbury Theological Seminary
August 6-10, 1984. On the afternoon of the tenth, members of the society visited the
Bethel Academy site and held a brief service of re-dedication. The founder, Bishop
Francis Asbury, and others active in operating and sustaining the academy were honored in a Litany of Re-dedication. 102
In 1987 the Kentucky Historical Marker Program erected a marker on the Asbury
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College campus bordering North Lexington Avenue in Wilmore, Kentucky-'°3 On one
side is an inscription commemorating the college and on the other side is an inscription with this text: 104
BETHEL ACADEMY
This was second Methodist school in United States. In 1790 Bishop Francis
Asbury laid plans for Bethel Academy, four miles southeast of Wilmore on cliffs
above Kentucky River. It was operating by 1794 and closed ca. 1804, due to lack
of funds and Indian hostilities. Second site was in Nicholasville, 1820-93.
This author hopes that what is written in this volume commemorating Bethel
Academy, will serve as a memorial to the people who raised it up and to this institution that taught young men on the American frontier the Gospel of Jesus Christ.
ores
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